18                                     NATURE

They perceive that the essential difference between
wise and foolish conduct consists in attending, or not
attending, to the particular laws of nature on which
some important result depends. And they think, that
a person who attends to a law of nature in order to
shape his conduct by it, may be said to obey it, while
a person who practically disregards it, and acts as if
no such law existed, may be said to disobey it: the
circumstance being overlooked, that what is thus called
disobedience to a law of nature is obedience to some
other or perhaps to the very law itself. For example,
a person who goes into a powder magazine either not
knowing, or carelessly omitting to think of, the ex-
plosive force of gunpowder, is likely to do some act
which will cause him to be blown to atoms in obedi-
ence to the very law which he has disregarded.

But however much of its authority the " Naturam
sequi" doctrine may owe to its being confounded with
the rational precept "ISTaturam observare," its favourers
and promoters unquestionably intend much more by it
than that precept. To acquire knowledge of the pro-,
perties of things, and make use of the knowledge for
guidance, is a rule of prudence, for the adaptation of
means to ends; for giving effect to .our wishes and
intentions whatever they may be. But the maxim of
- obedience to Nature, or conformity to Nature, is held up
not as a simply prudential but as an ethical maxim;
and by those who talk of jus natnra, even as a law, fit